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e Manipuri drama has its origin in performances of dance and music in religious 
To other community festivals. The Manipuri Lai Haraoba from which our theatre 
emerged can be described as an action song with dramatic effects, or a dance-drama, depict- 
ing the story of creation and the birth of man according to our traditional myths; it is 
performed in a rhythm appropriate to the passionate nature of our worship. Men and women, 
boys and girls, as well as young children take part in it. 

Lai Haraoba is a cycle of three festivals. The first, namely Chakpa Haraoba, performed in 
summer, includes all our rites connected with the human desire to please God. The second, 
Moirang Haraoba, which is performed in autumn, includes all our rites connected with the 
adventurous and romantic life of Than Jing, a local deity. And the third, namely Kanglei 
Haraoba, performed in spring, includes the rites connected with the romantic life of our 
goddess Pan Thoibi, whom we also regard as Parbati, the consort of Lord Siva. These festi- 
vals are performed in their appropriate seasons and each one is a continuous outdoor event 
which goes on for a week or more. People look forward to them as the happiest time of the 
year. Particular woods, mountains, and meadows are the places of performance and they are 
regarded as sacred. The priests and priestesses who take the lead preserve the heritage of 
the hymns and songs. They appear in their customary costumes and other participants too 
wear dresses proper to their ranks in the worship. The costumes create the right atmosphere 
and heighten the splendour of the scene. The supremacy of God and romantic love are the 
motif of all our rites. 

There is plot, situation and action in the Manipuri Lai Haraoba. In it we give expression 
to the aesthetics essential to Manipuri character. In the old days, the Lai Haraoba festival 
probably used to be held at three hundred and seventy different places, but nearly two 
hundred and twenty of these are now untraceable. At present, only a hundred and fifty 
sites remain, and they are still held sacred and are reserved for the purpose of the festival. 
The form of Lai Haraoba remains constant, appealing both to the eye and the mind of the 
Spectators. It continues to be immensely popular. The present form of Raslila is a direct 
outcome of Lai Haraoba. 

The first Manipuri drama, in a crude form, dates from the reign of King Khuyai Tompok 
during the middle of the second century a.p. On one happy occasion, when the King 
triumphantly returned to his palace from a battle, his men staged a play enacting his heroic 
deeds before an audience consisting of members of the royal family and other important 
persons. The play proved successful and there were repeat performances during the life- 
time of the King. This drama was something very different from our present-day drama, and 
related directly to the deeds of a living person. 

A different form of entertainment was introduced during the reign of King Taothinmang 
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around a.p, 263. Some persons disguised themselves as demons in black masks made of 
bamboo in order to ward off the evil spirit they were believed to have been possessed with. 
The performances were given on roads and fields amid great rejoicing of the spectators, and 
they were very popular till about a.D. 363. The theme of these mask plays was the triumph of 
virtue over vice. Even today, this kind of play is prevalent in rural areas among children. It 
is linked with the development of the opera in Manipur. 

The reign of Naokhongba from 4.p. 410 saw the beginnings of the opera in Manipur. Our 
ancient operas were quite different from the operas of other countries insofar as they 
represented a truer conception of the art of theatre. Stories of the Ramayana were enacted 
in the opera and later other mythological stories followed, The players, initially, were mostly 
men attached to the royal house. But as the opera spread, other people too began to 
participate in it from about a.D. 1432. Records of opera performances of the story of Prahlad 
and Chandrajini during the reign of Kiyamba in a.p. 1467 are still available. The opera held 
its sway over the minds of the people for a long time, from a.p. 410 to a.p. 1748. As its 
repertoire and popularity grew, it helped to bring home to the people the morals of the 
stories of the two great Hindu epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. During the reign 
of King Chitsai from a.p. 1748, all performances connected with the Ramayana were forbid- 
den, and only those relating to the Mahabharata were allowed. 

Women began to take part in the opera as early as a.p. 1597 when King Khagemba 
allowed them to sing in the performance. The opera then became as lively as present-day 
drama in its relation to society. It had action, plot, and situation, but characterization was of 
secondary importance. There is wit and humour, frivolity and fun, in our ancient as well as 
modern operas, which have humanistic lessons to teach the spectators through imagina- 
tive dialogue and realistic acting. 

The Khagemba period, beginning in 1597, was remarkable in the history of the Manipuri 
opera because King Khagemba made numerous improvements in settings and stage deco- 
ration. For the first time, painted and embroidered curtains came into vogue and playhouses 
were set up. The scenic effects were highly realistic,influencing the artistic tastes of the 
people. 

Itis worth mentioning that from a.p.1753, religious operas came to be replaced by roman- 
tic ones. Romantic stories about the loves of the princes and princesses of Manipur were 
introduced into opera. Dialogue in poetic form heightened the dramatic effects, The cos- 
tumes of the players were made in the traditional style, and looked gorgeous and splendid. 
Characterization became important, new situations were added, and a movement towards a 
sustained plot was clearly discernible. Even today, these romantic operas are as popular as 
our modern plays. 

Next came Raslila, our greatest achievement in the realm of creative arts, in A.D. 1776. Here, the 
lofty philosophy of the Sreemad Bhagavat and poet Jayadeva’s Gitagovindam is rendered 
alive through dance. There is no doubt that the theatrical conception inherent in Raslila has 
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exerted some influence on Manipuri drama so far as its aesthetic elements are concerned. 

Around the beginning of the nineteenth century, a new kind of play depicting the early 
life of Lord Shri Krishna was introduced for the first time. Only children take part in the play 
known as Sansenba. The first part of the play is performed in a shed set up for the show and 
the second part is done in the open air, The play depicts Shri Krishna tending cows in the 
company of Brajagopas, Kamsa’s torture of the cowboys, Lord Krishna and Balarama, the 
killing of Bakasur and Dhenukasur by Lord Krishna, etc. The play ends with the return of 
Lord Krishna to his home. It can be said that the children’s theatre movement in Manipur 
started with this play. Its emotive appeal is more striking than many theatrical performances 
on the stage today. 

The most remarkable achievement in the realm of theatre during the period from 1851 to 
1886 was the presentation of the mythological play Kali Daman under the kind patronage 
of Sir Chandra Kirti Maharaja. It marked significant changes in the style of presentation in 
relation to plays written so far. The story is centred around the cruel design of the snake 
Kali to kill Lord Krishna and the Brajagopas by poisoning the waters of the Yamuna. The 
unique feature of the presentation was the natura) environment in which the performance 
was put up. A beautiful part of a hill with a river flowing nearby, which represented the river 
Yamuna, was chosen as the playground of the Brajagopas. The players acted in the true 
spirit of the play and every bit of their movements and gestures was meaningful. The 
situations created were wonderfully realistic in the natural environment of the performance. 
Spectators, while witnessing the play, thought they had been transported to the kingdom of 
God, and their minds soared high in that spiritual world. Other plays like Draupadi Bastra- 
haran, Chitrapat and Udhukhol were also performed with success during this period. 

We now come to the secular period of drama in Manipur, which began in the latter part of 
the nineteenth century. Improvements in all aspects of theatre were brought about during 
this period. The first play in Manipuri with a regular plot divided into acts and scenes was 
probably the domestic comedy Pagalini, written by a Manipuri school teacher. The play 
was enacted by school teachers some time in 1905. 

Next came the first Manipuri social play, Bijoy Malati, written by Ak. Amubi Singh. In 
this phase, the theatrical activities of the Bengali community in Manipur are worth mention- 
ing. They established a theatre under the name of Bamacharan Mukhopadhyaya Bandhava 
Natyashala in Manipur in 1903 and staged Bengali dramas especially on festive occasions. 
In 1905, the Manipuri Friends’ Dramatic Union was established. Some successful plays 
were translated from Bengali; among them, the names of Debala Devi, Karnarjun, Savitri, 
Bilvamangal, Tipu Sultan, and Sita deserve to be mentioned. 

Gradually, theatre began to spread out into many parts of Imphal town. Temples and 
outhouses of private residences became playhouses, and the rapid growth of theatre served 
to satisfy the needs of the people. 

Tt was Sir Churachand Maharaja who encouraged the theatre movement in Manipur and 
helped it grow with human and monetary resources. The historical play about the heroic 
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exploits of a patriotic prince of Manipur, Nara Singh, written by Lm. Ibungohal Singh, was 
staged with great success some time in 1925 at the Maharaja's palace. It was greatly admired 
by the people and is popular even today. This is the first drama in Manipuri language that 
was published. 

A new school of dramatists sprang up around this time. They worked on lines altogether 
different from their contemporaries. They introduced a new style and forms of expression 
which may be regarded as distinctive contributions to the Manipuri theatre. The play 
Gouranga written by H. Anganghal Singh was produced in 1925 and stirred the imagina- 
tion of the audience, exposing it to things never before seen on the stage. The play was 
remarkable as it initiated a new Manipuri style. 

Old themes lost their allure and new ones emerged. S. Lalit Singh wrote Satikhongnang, 
a domestic tragedy about the sacrifice made by a woman for her dead husband. The next 
play by the same author was Areppmarup, a social tragedy, full of fun and wit, depicting the 
triumph of virtue over sin. These plays started aiming at beauty of form and definiteness of 
structure. 

A new chapter opened in the history of the Manipuri theatre with the establishment of 
the Manipur Dramatic Union in 1931. There were able actors and playwrights in this Union 
and their plays were a great improvement in many respects. Following the success of these 
plays, numerous theatre organizations sprang up in the suburbs as well as in rural areas. 
State officials and schoolmasters, in general, were the pioneers of the theatre movement in 
the rural areas. 

There were other play-producing societies like the Aryan Theatre, Chitrangada Natya 
Mandir, Imphal Theatre, Cosmopolitan, and Naba Natya Mandir; through their endeavours 
many good plays found their way to a larger public and in many respects these societies 
served the public well. The Chitrangada Natya Mandir produced a remarkable social trag- 
edy, Jbemma, written by H. Anganghal Singh some time in 1936. It is a true example of 
Manipuri realism and wonderfully true to life. Here, the characters become more important 
as the play aims at realism. The play, however, belongs more to literature than to the theatre. 

The period from 1905 to 1942 was one in which Manipuri playwrights were shaping their 
own ideas and preparing the way for development of the Manipuri theatre. 

The Second World War had rudely shaken the social fabric of Manipur, but even then 
there was a good deal of theatre. New theatrical organizations sprang up as old ones like the 
Manipur Dramatic Union were compelled to suspend their activities temporarily. Enterpris- 
ing young men took the lead at this juncture; they have rendered a great service to the 
Manipuri theatre by keeping it alive under extremely difficult conditions. 

Rupmahal Theatre, another important organization, was established in 1943. It has since 
set up a very high standard of acting and its troupe can be sent to any part of the world. In 
a language spoken by hardly seven lakh people, Rupmahal has been able to amuse and 
edify the peoples of many countries. The organization has achieved this feat despite great 
difficulties like war, political unrest, and general indifference towards the arts—alone and 
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unaided either by the Government or by wealthy patrons. The beauty, charm, and entertain- 
ment which Rupmahal offers can hardly be overestimated. Distinguished visitors to Manipur 
like Dr Rajendra Prasad, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, the Prime Minister of Burma, U Nu, the 
British Ambassador, Central Ministers, Uday Shankar, and many others have witnessed 
plays enacted by Rupmahal. The organization is well known for its diversity of talent and 
the variety of its productions and programmes. It seeks to preserve local colour in its 
productions, and to foster traditional forms of popular dramas and dances as well as new 
literary plays. No theatre organization barring Rupmahal has so far produced problem plays 
in Manipur. The first Manipuri problem play, Monuthangal, written by S. Krishnamohan 
Singh about the life of a social worker and staged by Rupmahal, is truly a modern problem 
play. G.C. Tongbha, a distinguished dramatist of the Shavian school, has written a good 
number of problem plays; Rupmahal presents them with a skilful hand and has impressed 
the people. 

The most notable achievements of Rupmahal are its renderings of Manipuri folk legends 
in the form of plays. The first genuine folk play, Yaithing Konu, an agonising tragedy by H. 
Anganghal Singh, was produced by Rupmahal some time in 1948, The public reception was 
wonderful and the play had scores of repeat shows. The next remarkable folk legend trans- 
formed into a play by Rupmahal was Moirang-Thoibi, a romantic story about the love of 
Khamba and Thoibi. Following the success of Rupmahal, other theatrical organizations 
also began to produce folk plays. Among these, the Manipuri Natya Sangha’s Santha 
Lembi and the Manipur Dramatic Union’s Haorang Leisang Saphabi have achieved con- 
siderable success. The latter two plays are alike in plot, situation, and characterization. 
Haorang Leisang Saphabi was staged at Sapru House, New Delhi, on the occasion of the 
National Drama Festival in 1948. The press comments on the play indicated the high stand- 
ard of achievement of the Manipuri people in the field of drama. The folk plays of Manipur 
are in a class by themselves and can be compared to any good play anywhere in the world. 
Simplicity and naturalism are the distinctive features behind their success, 

The growth of drama in Manipur suffers from various impediments. Imposition of a 
heavy entertainment tax on dramatic performances, for one, stands in the way of its devel- 
opment. Even amateurs are not exempt from the tax. It is worth mentioning here that catering 
to a population of hardly three lakh people living in the Manipur valley, there are today 
eight theatres regularly staging plays, as well as scores of play-producing societies in the 
tural areas. Although small in size and population, Manipur plays a great role in keeping 
alive the composite culture of India. 

We may now conclude by saying that drama should be made a public concern, and every 
effort should be made to use it in the making of the India of tomorrow. Drama, which is an 
important branch of the fine arts, should be given its due place and should be given the 
encouragement it deserves. A high-powered commission may be appointed to survey the 
theatre movement in India and suggest ways and means to promote it. 
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Sachin Sengupta: While narrating the history of Manipuri drama and theatre, Shri Romain 
Singh has told us that drama in a crude form existed in Manipur as far back as the second 
century a.D. He has also told us that the Manipuri opera grew and developed between a.p. 
410 and a.p.1748. Scenery and decor, painted and embroidered curtains, were found to be 
used in 1597; and so on. May we know from which sources he has derived his information? 


H. Romain Singh: We have got the information from State chronicles and documents of 
the past kings. And they have been verified by research scholars. 


Dina Pathak: You said that the earliest form of Manipuri drama, Lai Haraoba, in its three 
different variations, used to be performed in special woods, mountains and meadows. Is 
that still in vogue? 


H. Romain Singh: Even today you may witness such performances in far-off villages. 
They are really splendid. And then there are performances of Kali Daman, the subjugation 
of the demonic snake by Lord Krishna. The environment where this form of performance is 
given is not only unique but most wonderful. Any beautiful part of a hill with a river flowing 
by can be chosen as the scene, The entire play is sung and danced as well as acted. The 
audience is seated on the slopes. They feel that they are actually living in the world of the 
gods and they were witnessing the lila of the young Shri Krishna. Those of you who have 
seen the hills and valleys of Manipur can imagine how grand those settings can be for the 
production of such mystic plays. No artificial setting can give the effect that is achieved by 
the producers of these plays. 


K. Narain Kale: Do you have Sanskrit plays? 


H. Romain Singh: No. At least they cannot be traced. But the stories of the Ramayana 
and the Mahabharata have always supplied themes for all kinds of Manipuri plays. 


Dina Pathak: What is the general notion in Manipur about women artists? 


H. Romain Singh: Manipuri women enjoy an equal status and rights with men in every 
walk of life. In the field of arts too, they enjoy the same position. Nobody discriminates 
against women. 


Chandra Kant Phookan: And yet I must tell you that Manipuri girls, while dancing or 
acting, never agree to do what seems to be shocking to their sense of modesty and propri- 
ety. I will tell you a little story to explain what I exactly mean. Once a troupe of Manipuri 
dancers invited the Maharaja to a show. As it happened, [the Kathak dancer] Kumari 
Damayanti Joshi was then in Manipur. She was also invited. All present requested Kuman 
Joshi to give a performance then and there. She kindly agreed. While she was dancing, once 
she placed her hands on her breasts to express a particular emotion. This shocked most of 
the audience assembled at the show. A Manipuri friend whispered to me, “Kumari Damayanti 
is undoubtedly a wonderful dancer, but please tell her that we do not appreciate that par- 
ticular expression to be made by a woman dancer. Our tradition strictly forbids it. Please tell 
her after the show that when she demonstrates her art in Manipur, she should never repeat 
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it.” Sensual expression is never tolerated in Manipuri arts. 
A Delegate: That is because of their devotional tradition. 


Chandra Kant Phookan: \s not the origin of all the Indian arts the same? The attitude 
towards sensual expression in Manipur is, I believe, due to something else. I don’t know 
what it is. I have only told you the story to impress on you how chasie the Manipuris are in 
their artistic expression. And perhaps it is owing to this restraint that Manipuris have no 
objection in the participation of their women in dance and drama. 


The Delegate: But what do they do when they present a romantic play? We have been 
told that there is an old tradition of plays of that kind in Manipur. 


Chandra Kant Phookan: | told you only of a principle that must be observed in tradi- 
tional dances. Stage plays also have some restrictions, You have to see how Jove scenes are 
acted in Manipur. You would not feel that anything essential has been missed. 


H. Romain Singh: | invite all of you to come to Manipur and see for yourselves how we 
do plays and dance. 


Chandra Kant Phookan: Manipuri girls are born dancers. They improvise new forms, 
discover new expressions. Innumerable are the variations of the traditional dances of 
Manipur. That is why some people say that the traditional Manipuri dances are being badly 
mixed today, losing their original colour and quality, This may or may not be true. Of one 
thing I am sure, and that is, in Manipur you will find an art that lives in the lives of its women. 
And another fact I would like to state is, the Manipuris have carried their arts to the Far East. 
Some Manipuri dancers have trained Japanese girls in Manipuri dance while performing in 
distant Japan. I mention Japan only because I have seen some photographs. There must be 
many lands where Manipuris have carried and transplanted their wonderful art of dancing. 


